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- THE *PURPOSES OF THE PRESS: ' : o
\ A RE-INTERPRETATION OF AMERICAN JOURNALISM HISTORY ST
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v The study of journalism history rarely‘has peen praised for its |\ .-
interpretative vitality. . It has been marked by repetitive works that .
provide no new significant insights and certa1n1y few exciting explapa-
tions. For years it has been criticized or, worsé, neglected as one
‘doutine blography of an editor has been piled on another and as roytine
¢ histories 3f newspapers have enlarged the pile. Recently,.journalism
" » . ’historians have hegun to’ express more and more concern for the problems. -
t -+ At issue is the very 'foundation of historical study: the school of |
thought from which 1nteqpretat10ns £low. *
. Although critics have described part of tHe problem with the
- o tradltional approach to journalism h1story, so far they have failed to ful- -
b ly analyze the! essential problem. The primary fallacy of historical
' . study has been a belief in the developmental progress of .the press. Our
‘paper’ analyzes the progress 1nterpretat10n and prOV1des an alternative

- 1nterpretat10n.

- In the past decade, two- historians—¥yames Carey and Joseph Mc-
Kerns——have retelved considerable attentlon;for their attempts at his-
torical ‘criticism and 1nterpretat10n. While the positive response given

~ to Carey .and McKerns is encouraging in regard to historians' Openness
", to néw insights'and explanations, proposals for new approaches to. Jour-
nalism history are not new. de
] In 1945 Sldney Kobre argued that histordans had failed“by treat-

ng the press as an. 1sq&;ted institution. He suggested that historians
quate the press'to.society. Emphasis, he reasdned, should be on the
politicalg economic, geograpz&cal technological, cultural, and social -
factors that-have affected’ jburnalism history, rather than iust on the ~;’-

~ facts and chronology of the '.nternal workings of the press.” '
35; In 1959 the' eminent historian Allan Nevins, in an addres} before
o this organization, claimed that h1storlca1 study in journalism had been.
qdkpncrltlcal and even dishonest. He pointed to many problems, but his

strongest complaint was against the historical neglect of news coverage.
.~ Journalism history, he suggested, ghould be studied in termg of ‘the

' press' "reiatlon to the workings q democratlc government v2 with the
reoognltlon that it is through news that the press makes its gred%sst I
contrlbutlon to democracy. X

" Carey has critic¢ized’ h1stor1ans' rellanoe on what he calls the
'"Whig" interpretation, a concept he borrows from the English histori-

’ ograph&r Herbert Butterfield. The Whig interpretation, Carey argues,

" views journalism h1story ‘as’ the slow but'steady, "expansion of freedom
and knowledge,' often vi ed in terms of. vindividual rights' and "the:
public's right to know.! °It-assumes that the entire history "is framed.
by those large impersonal- faces .Isic] buffeting the press. industriali-
*zat"rbamzatlon and mass demooracy.j'3 " C
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McKerns has argued that the study of‘\journalism history has been

L

fdomindted by ‘a "Progressive" interpretation, in which ''the conflict is - . .

between';'good’ and-'evil.'" "Good" has been synonymous with "liberal- |

fied as ''congeryatism, repression, aristocracy and authoritarianism."4
Despite.criticism, no alternative to the traditional interpreta-
‘tion has been adequately deve10ped.‘5 Carey excited interest with his

'". tentative .proposal for a '"cultural history," the central focus of which '

B}

"~ was to be {he "idea of a report.”"® McKerns proposed an interpretation
. concerned with '"the way .in which the press Has fostered wand/or conveyed

t:'-'to‘socigty the dominant conservative ideas which, run throughout the na-

« tion's history."7 While being notable for directing attention to the -
need for examining historical study, neither proposal, unfortunately,
accounts for'more than.a limited rédress of the writing of journalism’
history.  McKerns' proposal, for instance, suggests a counter -approach

“to examining -some aspects of journalism; but its primary concern is’with
the press' relationship with, and reaction to, conservative/liberal ide-.
ology. ‘Likewise, farey's '"report" approach is limited by its singuli?i-
ty:  only one part,of journalism is considered.®

- Although such criticism has been healthy for the study of jour-

" nalism hi%tory, the fundamental problem has not been analyzed. wﬁile a

" concery.for such factors as industrialization, press freedom, and de-
mocracihhas been prevalent among historians, the primary fallacy has
been the belief that journalism historically has been developing eontin-
ually and inevitably to some ultimate condition. This confidence in de-
velopmental ‘progress has been pervasive in historical interpretati&gz ’
-has accounted for the lack of diversity among historians, and has been
responsible for most of the major interpretative fallacies. o .
. - Carey's proposal, even though criticizing traditional interpre-
tation, offers no apparent alternative to the developmental theory; and -
‘one is left to wonder whether this absence™ is not an implied acceptance
of .the fundamentals of traditional theory. '"One more history written
against the background of the Whig interpretation,’ writes Careys,.'would
"not be ‘wrong—just redundant."gn Kobrets "sociological approach",I;\conr
cerned with the press as a "changing, eéolvingﬁ institution:10 Kobre

“encouraged studies that would "present -the’ evolutionary character, the -
step-py-step growth.of the headline, of the editorial,’ and so on.11.

What is needed is an interpretation that avoids the. fundamental
problem of the progress approach and accounts for the essence of jour-
nalism history in other terms. The problem with any new history written-
‘within the developmental framework is that the framework itself,‘'while
certainly offering one way of looking at history, is based on Waulty as-
sumptions. For any interpretation—such as McKerns'—not based on these .
assumptions to offer a worthwhile alternative, it must be able to ac-
count for more than a limited area of journalism history and should

" place the entire story in groper perspective. T

Until historians necognize the elemental error. in the progress
interpretation, we will continue to err in understanding journalism his-
tory. The line of reasoning that holds that journalism history has been
the story of development-—presumed by some historians to.be inexorable
development—necessarily contends that American journalism is‘c oser to

: ) . . . o
oo S

~ .

iSm,y@regdom, dem:fracy and libertarianism," and "evil" has béen identi-'
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its ultimate goal today then it ever has been. Since that goal is pre-
sumed to be good, it is asggmed that today's journalism is better than
at any earlier period. Thus,thistorians tend_to measure the journalism
of the past in terms of today's standards. Because of an anachronistic
historical perception, these essential standards are assumed to be thor-
ough, fast, accurate news reporting, coupled to some extent,with er- '
" lightened, effective presentation of opinion and with some entertainment "
material, along w1th w2 comblnatlon of press 1ndependence and respons1—
b111ty. .
# ' The most obvious fallacy of this appro§oh is that it attempts to
exp1a1n the.press of the past by standards that d1d not exist. But it
is of dubious validity to evaluate past Journallsts by today\ standards
- when they did npt know what those standards would be. Such 1s no more
legitimate than it would be for historians a century or two from now to

) explain today's journalism in térms of how it contributed (or did not e
e contrlbute) to the’ deveIOpment of standards that might or will exist-in_ . -
2181 A. D. ,

The problems that the developmental approach presents can be il-
lustrated by mention of a few.of the questionable explanations histori- .

[' .. ans give of episodes in Journallsm history. The significance of the
~ -instances mentioned here varies, but we present ‘a rarige of them s1mp1§%
' to illustrate the pervasiveness of the errors _caused by the progress ap-
proach.

*James Franklfh was a hero, as-the first American Journai?ét to
"unshackle" the American press from- Engllsh author1ty.
: _ This evaluation of Franklin is based in terms of the. development:
» V' of press freedom and subordinates the ‘facts that his vani Lt d1storted
. his Journallsm, that he conducted.a crusade against ‘smallgox 1nocu1at10n

C on the specious grounds of his rey'glous dlfferenoes with the premoters
of the iroculation, that he was jealous of his youfger brother's abili-
‘ties and discontinued the popular "Silence Dogood" essays when he dis-
covered hlsabrother was their duthor, that he furtively resorted to a
scheme that. took advantage of this brother in order to protect himself L n
from the law, and that when again confronted by the wuthorities he meek—

- 1ly accepted their restrictions. Franklin is more _properly estimated if

¢ : oons1dered in terms of the press purpose of the perlod of which he was °

P a part. A

' *The §ears of the party .press were the '"dark ages “of Amerloan

_journalism."1 g . '

_ This evaluation 1s(§ased on the assumption that the standard
the press should have been Iiving by was ope of independence from poli-
ticians and of unbiased reporting dnd temperate editorial comment. This
criticism is made without regard to the fact that no such standard was
rebognlzed at the time and that Journallsts positively saw their role as
a p011t1ca1 not an 1ndependent, one. -Because of the critical estima-

-tion of the party press, historians have named as its most important

,achlevements the emergence of the editor, of the editorial form, and of
-* . reporting coverage of sessions of Congress (all aspects of today's jour-—

e malism). Slighted'is the fact that th .party press made invaluable con-

tributions to the deve10pment of the American political system at the
> most crucial time in its histdry. ‘ . _ )

—

-~
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. *Editors, by the 1830s, were discontented with being controliled
by .politicians and were eagerly awaiting a chance to break loose. Thus,

~the penny press deve10ped to.some extent as a rehell1on against p011t1-. )

cal control.. | ¥ ’

: Although it is true that w1th the deve10pment of . the penny press
mo d more papers beeame 1ndepen8ent of p011t1c1ans, the majority o
¢ditors believed the proper place' of‘newspapers was in the po}itical '
arena, and the press did not really divorce itself from poI1t1ca1 .par-
ties until perhaps as late as 1884. Moreover, to. argue ‘that the. penny
press developed largely as a rebellion gainst political control begs
the que(stlon of why and how it rapidly {ecame sd popullir.. -

i 'l *The great preponderance of historical. attention should ‘be ‘de- ‘,
voted to the "leaders'.of journalism, pe01a11y those in New York City,
if we are to understand the development of the American press.

This error in historical study has resulted directly from the
basic assumptlon of contlnual development undergirding the progress in-
terpretatlon. One therefore studies such development at its most prom-
inent points and omits study of non-leaders, with the result that the
con31t10n of the’ press in general at any glven.perlod has received
meager treatment.

’ *Joseph‘Pulltzer, as the or1g1nator of a 'new" Journallsm began .

the modern era in journalism h1story o~

This view rests on the assumption that the essentlal character-
1stlcS'of the mgdern press 1nclude a combination of thorough- news cov- °
erage, responslble editorial opinion, and popular appeal. Such an as- 4
sumption, which is at the heart of the progress interpretation, is faul-
ty. These characteristics do not describe modern journalism's essential
traits or its prime motlvatfhg factors, But an idealized version of -
them. YWulitzer, rather than marking the beginning of moderp journakism,’
prov1ded the culmination of the popular press of the 19th century. o

*The major newspaper developments of the 20th century have been
tablo1d papers, interpretative reporting, press associations, etc.

These explanations result from the same problem as does the es-
timation of -Pulitzer's_.place in.history: a misconceptiofiqf the essen-
tial characteristics, of modern journalismys The single mgéz\imsggtant K

ent

‘Achurrence has-been the change of news media into busines

¢

. The developmental interpretation obviously presents problems to
he explanation and upderstanding of journalism history. That history
can be explained more accurately if we dismiss the, idea that the Ameri-

can press has been*pngressingk{iroughout its history to its present
state. Along with this change irr approach, we also must throw out ‘the
idea of evaluating the press of the past by the’ standards<of today's
historians. We then will be better able to gee the press clearly and to
describe and explain ‘it without historical bfé:.

The characteristics of the press thro@ghout the hlstory of Amer-
idan journalism delineate three. general, overlapping periods. .The first
was the era of the partlsan press, extending from the beginning of Amer- '
ican journalism to the time: of the €ivil War.of later. The second was
the era of the popular press, beglnning with the penny press-in the
1830s and cllmaxlng with Pulitzer in the last part of the 19th century
The third is the era of ‘the press for profit, whose roots extend to at

‘ * 'l | . . . v‘ . - ’

Ir18es. » .
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o :ieast the.penny press ofSthe 18305 but whose full force did not begln to .’

j be felt until the 1890s."- :
: -It is no$ enough, hqqpver, for the understandlng of" Journallsm

‘hlstory simply to describe characteristics of the press. We myst also
explain w the press was ds’it was. The deve10pmenta1 inter retation's
explanation is that the press' condition at any time in histdry has been
determlned by the fact that it was moving forward in that relentless
stream of progress toward fulfilling its natural role of serving the
people with'news, opinion, and entertajnment, whlle being affected by
outside forces such as industrialization.‘ A more realistic qulanatlon
is that the press has had domlnant purposes.'at..certain periods and has '

...~ not Gperated apart from the periods' commanding forms of social belief. -
,?mhe .purpose of the partlsan press was primarily po}1t1cal the purpose -,
"~ of the pOpular press was to appeal to the Interests ‘of thp public in a
primarily non-political way; and the pfirpose of the contemporary press
\, ‘is primarily to make mlney. , ,
. A clearer percept%&niof the d mlnance\Ef these p
gained if we recognize th¢ underlying qptlvatlons of joupralist;
" the periods. Obvious y, all these purposes have existed in egré
in various perlods and.in given social and intellectual m111eux which -
must be taken into count by hlstorians. One can ea511y argue, for
insfance, «that a p e of the pressyin all three periods hastbeen\;:

make money; purely ec nomic 1nterpretat16n§ however, fail to explai
press content and behavior at given periods, except in the t general
and cursory way.. No dconomic higtoridn-has explained why, /f/i example,
’ Horace Greeley ceded the Tr1bunee§o his employees.' Indeed, when his- -
":"torians do nbt graspithe essentipl-factors ?otlvatlng Journallsts, their
histories lack cohesiveness pre01se1y because central thread of ‘his-
tory is lost.’ We se¢ this fault irfea number xﬁe survey histo fles of
. Américan Jourhallsm, which tend to flounder around certain years»- Such
confusion is especially evident in h1st6r1ans' narrations of recent ,
. 3‘ents. . TN
©  The orderllness of the events and char cteplstics of Journallsm
durlng the three periods becomes apparent with the recognitidn that'
< -Journallsts during the periods were motivated by three philosophical
: world views that dominated American intellectual history at the sdme
1 / times. American journalism has Been the child, successively, of the
- " philosophies of -rationalism, romanticism, and materialism. These phi-~
“losophies have largely determined the nature of “the press i the thiree

periods. . \

L/ Journallsm from *one Reriod did not carry over into the next. Just as
rationalism, romantici¢m, and materlallsm overlapped—and to some- extent
ing 11050ph1es soearller-gournallstlc practices
affected succéssive ones. ese characteristic practices, however, were
adapted in later g;rlods to the purposes of those periods and should not
be cpnsidered simply as building blocks . of a deve10p1ng journalism. The
editqrial, for example, has bee used by journalists in ‘each of the .
" three periods; but in each perlgd the purpose and nature of the editori- .
al have been determined by the urpose of Journallsm at the tlme. o
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Neither should wewassume that every single journalist in any particular

period has had ‘exactly the same motive.. The thr027;urposes we list were

simply the dominant ones. ‘It is also clear that the press has opgerated,

in attempting to fulfill its purposeﬂ, within an environment infétenced

by such factors as technolqgy, means of communication, and econopic re-

alities. o | i :

Without elaborating extensively on journalism history, we offer

here brief summaries of the three period8, attempting-in the limited

-time to show how the characteristics,. pq{poae, and motivation of each s

tie together. N K - ' ‘i

THE PARTISAN PRESS (1690 - c. 1860) v
America. was born in the¢f Enlightenment. By the time of the

fOunding of' the country's first newspaper in 1690, confidence in natural

law was widespread, and the concepts of nhtyral science were heing ap- ,

plied to*human nature‘ ;Réfionalis%s reasoned that human nature was fun- ., *

damentally good and that it had been corrupted only because of bad in-

stitutions and leaders. They argued that all men inherited’Ce™tpin na-"

tural rigﬂfs, including liberty and equality. Rulers governed not

through divine right but through either usurpation or social contract.

The cortract did nbt bestow absolute power on'rulers but rather en-

trusted them only with the power needed to protect man's natural rights.

When a ruler broke the contrqpt, reasoned John Locke, subjects had a

right to replace him.15 Jean-Jacques Rousseau altered Locke's idea by - %

arguing that the contract was not between -the ruler and the people but "

among the people alone. They joined in a society and established gov-

ernment. When they.became ‘displeased with the government, they could

change it at will,16 ‘The igeas of Locke and Rousseau popularized dras-

tic social and political change. In America they were manifested in a -

struggle between two forj7§ which may b€ described in over-simplifde o

S e

terms as the advqcaﬁesﬂbf-elitism and egalitarianism., # \

™ The ideas of the’Enligh quenf profoundly affected the American
press.’ For the. first century a half, editors found themselves right , -
in the middle of the political gtruggle. Their purpose was .nof to be
impartial, but ‘tq_fight howevery they ‘could for the victdry of’bne side
or the other. Prior to the Refplution, the battle was between Tories a
and Patriots. In the ®arly ngtional years, it was between Federalists %
.and Republicans; and in the #8J0s and 1830s it was between conserva-
tives/patricians and democrdts.17 o _ P e J

The partisan motive of the press can be. illustrated quite clear-

ly with the Federalist-Republican era as a model. The sides in polit-
ical conflict were well drawn. "Those who own theg country,'" explained
Federalist John Jéxé*:are the most fit persons tosbarticipate in the S 3
government of iIt."'® Thomas Jefferson argued: - " / 4

" All eyes are_opened, or opening, to the rights of man. The L(: T
general spread of the light of science has already laid open to’
every view the palpable truth, that the mass of mankind has not °
Yo been born with saddles on their backs, nor a favored few booted nlyi\‘—
and spurred, ready to ride them legitimately, by the grace of God.

Since the nature qf'the_polﬁtic tem was based ultimately on the will

N R
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of: the people,* appeallng to public opinion became crucial. The primary

ool was the newspaper. In such an environment, the press tookeon a po-.

litical functio, Its intent was to be néither a vehiclé for news nor
R an impgrtﬂgﬁ mt umwQ Phl%}p Freneau s journalistic creed was typleal

For a perlodlcal paper to be of general utility, and to
, support those principlés on which the American Revolution was
W = founded, and which interést every man as a free citizen of the
globe, somethlng -more is requlred than the bare commercial gr
_ political 1nte111gence of the times. ’'Such a paper would con-
stantly be engaged in bringing home these great truths to every
, A . . one's reflection that most nearly concern the rights and liber-
- .~ ties of man...[News] events should not occupy so great a. space
' as to operate to an almost rejection of those ideas and observa-
tions, those hints and sketches of 1ﬁformat10n, those llghts and
- 'dlsquléltlons, at the view of which tyrants tremble,- and every
o . description of the invaders of the rights of man sink back into

annihilation and 1nS1gn1flcance 20

" Clearly, the intent was not to be prlmarlkg/a news)medium. Non‘was it
to be.impartial. "It is as 1ncongruous,"\ rote the editor of the Balti-

more: rican and Daily Advertiser, "for-‘a publicatien to be alternately
breathing th® spirit of Republicanism® and Aristocracy as for a clergyman
to greach to his audience Chr1st1an1ty in the morning, and Paganism in

the{evening.'21

-To. descrlbe the pdartisan years as the “'dark ages” of Journallsm
becauSe of the press' ‘partisanship is historical naivete. This eyalua-
tion is based on the assumption that the functions of the press are tox
prgvide news and to remain 1ndependent of parties. Neither function was

thellntended one/ for- the partisan press.

rid

_ THE POPULAR PRESS (1833 - 1896)
By 1830, the European phenomenon known as '‘romanticism" hap come
to full' flower in the United States.  The American version, largely

~ .drawn from English poetry and German idealist phllosophy, reiterated the

. Enllghtenment doctrine of natural law and the natural goodness of man;

' but it went a S1gn1flcant step further and incorporated God, through the
doctrlnéxbf pantheism, into nature. Since man was clearly part of na-
ture, romantlclsm emphasized the common man as the point of god 's incar-
nation, the rustic life as the "good life,'" and the temple of nature as

- man's proper place of worship. God's rules, both spiritual and so€ial, 22
manifested themselves in feelings of sympathy for” nature and human kind.

social phllosophy and politics, romantlclsm s thrust was toward re-

orm. Romanticism was - o E

-...life promising itself indefinite betterment in this actual
world, and the vision of man's earthly perfection; or life with-
drawing from the actual, and the vision gf a mystical experlence

e

A T beyond the power of earthly ab111ﬂ§§§.23 L
" p' ’ ’The penny papers, typlf’gd by Benjamin Day's New York Sun, ‘eX= o 7,‘,
R hifyited both aspects of this definition. The Sun regularly featured the -
'g-' oftentimes mystlcal romantic literary writings of the day and.very o
‘ - 4 -‘\
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quickly took u& the 'several liberal causes of thd périod: popular suf-
frage, prison ‘reform, abolition, and temperance. The Sun was both a ro-
mantic literary journal and a clear manifestation of that side of the
romantic-spirit that sought to remake the world in terms of an individu-
al sense of right and wrong, largely ignoring ‘tenets deriving from ear-
ller moral and social codes. Romantic democracy and the common man,
the various reform movements came tjgbe interconnected in the penny
pa ers hy the general idea g; social progress, largely formulated during
the Enllﬁhtenment and glven 1mpetus in the 19th century by romantic op-~
timism,2 -
. .Romanticism, entrenched in Amerlca by 1830 as the general social
structure of feellng, could not help but have a algnlflcant impact en
the redefinition of news that occurred with the adveht of the penny "pa~"
pers. The very conception of the penny press Teaned toward the romantiec
in that the penny papers were primarily individual enterphises with ex-
tremely limited ties to commercial or political interests. Papers._such
as Day's Sup and Bennett's Herald took, instead, the measure of the o
needs and feelipgs 6the latter gr grthly stressed by the romantics) of the

« common, man as their basis of Operatlon——lgﬁrcally emphas131ng, there-

)

fore, the emotional over the “correct' ‘proper.'

. - The penny papers -were accordlnglx less concerned with accuracy
and .objectivity than with telling an interesting story and less with = -
meeting the needs of their readers at the intellectual level than at"the
level'-of feeling. They featured scenes from "low" life, thought unsuit-

\able-for news by the six-penny papers,. and- phaced everyday sensory ex--

perience at the flngertlps of ordinary people; whose own lives they reg-

‘ ularly mirrored./ They featured "items," factual and 1ct10na1 that ro-

mantically depicted wild and far-awayrplaces;:they were willing to cre-
ate news (generally romanticized versions) when there was little no

“*hard'_news available; and they champloned the, various reform movements

generally oonnected to the romantic ideal of the perfection of society
and the advancement of the common man.
. The developmental interpretation: of journalism history assumes
at the emphasis on news and editorial conegn for social conditions oc-
curred because Jjournalists intuitively recognlzed that the functions of
the press were news, non-partlsanshlp, angd affiliation with the "people,””
rather than with political partles, in a developing industrial and tech-
nological age. 'This traditional roach has partially obscured the era:

_Af the popular press by dwelling to much on teehnologlcal developments,

on major New York press figurés as democratlzlng factors in journalism's
battle to free itself from - dom1nq§1on by political parties, and on re-
flnemnggs of Journallstlc technlqués. The papers themselves have, con-
sequently, been given inadequate attenfion as social documents whose
purpose was to represent the gené}al spirit of the age. : .

The popular press' redefinition, of news included the general
elaborationyof news material well beyond the parameters delineated by
the political and_ mercantile papers of the day, and e progress inter-
pretation is clearly too limited in scope to give a full account of that
elaboration. The picture begomes clear only hen one focuses on the ~
purposes of the popular press-and on the socill milieu of which the
press was an integral part. ‘ .

. A -~ - \\
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:DTHE PRESS FOR PROFIT (1896 - present), - '

. The developmental interpretation—founded largely on historians'

percep{lons of the -popular press—mistakenly assumes that the essential
o characteristics of the contemporary press are to.be found in the news- .
edltorlal-entertalnment functions.™ These are not the fundamental tralts.
They are instead resulﬁs of essential traits and cannot explain many of
the -major aspects of the contemporary press. The growth of newspaper
chains, for instance, certainly has not been caused by the contént func-
tion. Most of the prlmary/developments and” features of the contemporary
press can be traced to the _changes in 1ts financial bgse and the motlves
‘of media awners., .
) ‘A revolution in American culture began with the Civil wan: 'The
war gave an impetus te—Manufacturing, especially in the North, because
of the need for matériel. The Republ1can party, attempting to enlarge

. .its base beyond abolitionism, promised businessmen favorable legisla-
T tion to gain their support in 1860. When the party came .to national
power, it carried out its promise, giving strong encouragement to busi-
ness entrepreneurs.with bankin ng legislation, a protective tariff, rail-
way gxpansion, and laws conducive to immigration teo increase the size of
the labor force. Because of-business and social conditions inspired by
the war, a group of husinessmen psychologically suited to’ be aggressive
entrepreneurs (known as either ‘'gaptains of industry' or 'robber: bar-
ons," dependlng on a historian's point of view)’emerged and were bent on

gaining economic power. - ﬁ? .o
' +  After the war a new society started to emerge Ji¥By 1900 the na-
tion was no longer agrarian; it was 1ndustrlallzed.a-¢;vrbanized.' Big
business' had come to dominate America's economic and cultural life, To .
accomplish such’ changes, basic alteratxons were needed in the nation's
intellectual approaches. Darwin's theories of biological evolution were
~adopted to explain social change. Social ‘Darwinism wem& hand-in-hand b
* with Spencer1an economic philesophy, which legltlmlzed cutthroat busi- AN
. ness pract1ces as '"'survival of the fittest." So that government would
! not, interfere with natural processes, it was urged through a policy of ~
' lalssez-fa;re to stay away from regulations that discouraged free eco-
nomic practice$. The goal was profits. Business practices were em- |
ployed which achieved the greatest profits. Efficiency, consolidation,
elimination of competition ‘to gain monopoly, and vertical integration
were used widely. As a result of the emphasis -on money, by the 1890s
American society had reached. the point that even traditional ideas such 4
as "democracy," "equality," and "liberty" had taken on economic def1n1-
tions. Because the prevailing!economic philosophy measured everything
-in terms of wealth, materialism became the yardstick of success and the
@y, goal of men.zs, v
’ It was no coincidence that Adolph Ochs made his mark on journal-
ism beginning in 1896, when he became part-owner of the failing New York
Times. Ochs' scheme of investing his money in the Times on the condi- -
tion that he become majority owner when the paper began to show a profit
was similar to that of the reorganization of any large company hav1ng
financial pgoblems. As owner, however, he did not begome editor (as
earlier American newspaper owners had been) but pubMSher, and his at-
tention centetred on the paper's business operation ratier than its news

- k
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and opinion. Ochs believed in running a business soundly; ‘and, as his
/ biographer points outé he initiated the concept of a strong financial
base for newspapers.

. The primary content function of a newspaper, Ochs belleved
should be news. The Times' editorials, although less important, were-
economlcally, socially, and politically conservative, reflectlng the
views of the industrial/business class. En both news and opinion, Ochs
stressed objectivity. Although he was not greedy to satlsfy his person-
al desires, Ochs did reflect the entreprineurial times in which he ,
lived.2” It was the Times as run by Ochs that p Yovided a model'for the
era of modern journalism.

The dgperation of Journallsm as a bus1ness, motivated by‘the de-
sire of owners for profit, has determined the most salient characteris-

' ‘tics of the.20th century press. It is this essential factor that is at
the heart of the ‘growth of chain ownership, the increase of newspaper -
N\monopolles (one-paper cities), and the dramatic risé in the value .of me-
dia properties. While the relatlonshlg_pf thé profit motive to these
developments seems. §V1dent the profit motive also helps explain such

N

diverse aspects of dontemporary journalism as the disappearance of the
"personal editor,' domination by the news function and objectivity, de-
cline of editorial impact, standardization of contents, conservatism in
politics, professionalization of working journalists, the government-
_press relatlonshlp, and attitudes toward press freedom and autonomy.
“When these various characteristics are viewed from the perspective of

. the profit purpose of the contemporary press, they become parts of a
unified story rather than unrelated features of the progress 1nterpreta—

tion. . v ,
N /\ .
. : CONCLUSION

Because of the dominance of the progress interpretation, the

-

.- study of journalism history has grown stagnant. But worse, this develop-
mental approach has so colored our view that we have formed inaccurate
- pictures of the press not only of the past but also of the present. Be-

cause it attempts to explain journalism history by contemporary condi-
tions, it has offered us only a narrow, superficial, and distorted tale.
Because it sees the sto Journallsm as developlng steadily toward a
pre-ordalned climax has even failed to recognize the point journal-+
ism has reached. If#fluenced by their perception of . the news-editorial

. function journali$fi practiced a_century ago, historians have not grasped
what today's jouffnalism is. Our historical view needs correction. Ap-
proaching the hjstory of journalism from the perspectlve of press pur-
poses should help us understand the essential nature of the press and.
should suggest fertile tbpics for study  and re-examination, provide new
insights, and egcourage fresh explanations.
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